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Summary 

Scientific and technical knowledge and guidance influences not just policy 
related to science and technology, but also many of today’s public policies as 
policymakers seek knowledge to enhance the quality of their decisions. Science and 
technology policy is concerned with the allocation of resources for and 
encouragement of scientific and engineering research and development, the use of 
scientific and technical knowledge to enhance the nation’s response to societal 
challenges, and the education of Americans in science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics. 

Science and engineering research and innovations are intricately linked to 
societal needs and the nation’s economy in areas such as transportation, 
communication, agriculture, education, environment, health, defense, and jobs. As 
a result, policymakers are interested in almost every aspect of science and technology 
policy. The three branches of government — executive, congressional, and judiciary 
— depending on each branch’s responsibility, use science and technology 
knowledge and guidance to frame policy issues, craft legislation, and govern. 

The science and engineering community, however, is not represented by one 
individual or organization. On matters of scientific and technical knowledge and 
guidance, its opinions are consensus-based with groups of scientists and engineers 
coming together from different perspectives to debate an issue based on the available 
empirical evidence. In the end, consensus is achieved if there is widespread 
agreement on the evidence and its implications, which is conveyed to policymakers. 
Policymakers then determine, based on this knowledge and other factors, whether or 
not to take action and what actions to take. If there are major disagreements within 
large portions of the community, however, consensus is not yet achieved, and taking 
policy actions in response to a concern can be challenging. 

Several organizations, when requested by the federal government or Congress, 
provide formal science and technology policy advice: federal advisory committees, 
congressionally chartered honorific organizations, and federally funded research and 
development corporations. In addition, many other organizations and individuals — 
international intergovernmental organizations, policy institutes/think tanks, the 
public, professional organizations, disciplinary societies, universities and colleges, 
advocacy, special interest, industry, trade associations, and labor — also provide their 
thoughts. These organizations may agree on the scientific and technical knowledge 
regarding an issue, but disagree on what actions to take in response, as their values 
on a proposed policy may differ. Policymakers may be overwhelmed with an 
abundance of information from these organizations. 

Despite these challenges, scientific and technical knowledge and guidance can 
provide policymakers with an opportunity to make their decisions based on the best 
information available, along with other factors they might take into account, such as 
cultural, economic, and other values, so that societal and economic benefits are 
enhanced and losses are mitigated. 
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Scientific and technical knowledge and guidance influences many of today’s 
public policies. The following definition is used by some science and technology 
policy analysts as a cornerstone of thinking about science and technology (S&T) 
policy decisionmaking: 

[Science and technology policy] is concerned with the allocation of resources for 
scientific research and technical development. It includes government 
encouragement of science and technology as the roots of strategy for industrial 
development and in economic growth; but it also includes the use of science in 
connection with problems of the public sector. Because of the close association 
of basic research with higher education, this aspect of science [and technology] 
policy is difficult to separate from overall educational policy and from [scientific 
and] technical [workforce] policy. 1 

Because science and technical knowledge and guidance influences public policy 
decisionmaking on many other issues, some think that science and technology policy 
does not need to be a separate field of inquiry . 2 Others, however, view S&T policy 
as different from other public policy issue areas. These differences include the 
rapidity of change in science and technology; novelty of many issues in science and 
technology; scale, complexity, and interdependence among technologies; 
irreversibility of many scientific and technological effects; public worries about real 
or imagined threats to human health and safety; and the challenges to deeply held 
social values . 3 

This report will provide a basic understanding of science and technology policy 
including the nature of S&T policy, how scientific and technical knowledge is useful 
for public policy decisionmaking, and an overview of the key stakeholders in science 
and technology policy. Note that the report places a greater emphasis on the 
executive branch science and technology policymaking as the federal government 



1 Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development , Science, Growth, and Society: 
A New Perspective, Report of the Secretary-General’s Ad Hoc Group on New Concepts of 
Science Policy. (Paris: Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), 
1971), pp. 37-38. This report is called the “Brooks report” for the chair of the committee 
that developed the report, Harvey Brooks, then a well-known S&T policy scholar at Harvard 
University. 

2 Ibid. 

3 Guild K. Nichols, Technology on Trial: Public Participation in Decisionmaking Related 
to Science and Technology, (Paris: Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD), 1979). The OECD analysis was based on a survey of developed 
nations. 




